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Abstract This study uses the theoretical lens of Kelly’s (2006) socio-cultural notion
of teacher learning to explore and interrogate such practices in the lived
experiences of teachers in Waldorf schools. Data was gathered using
questionnaires and interviews from some 160 teachers working with Steiner
educational principles in Waldorf schools in 14 countries. Wherever possible,
Waldorf schools practice educational autonomy, using forms of collegial and
distributed school leadership. Drawing on the core principles of Steiner education
and a curriculum based on a normative view of learning development, they seek to
adapt their educational approach to the learning needs of their pupils in the local
context. Collegial autonomy presumes teachers’s ability to generate knowledge
about their pupils’s development and learning needs. The data highlights some
strengths and weaknesses within teacher learning practices in Waldorf schools and
outlines some implications for Waldorf teacher education. The socio-cultural
perspective on teacher learning suggests developing a more coherent
understanding of the importance of knowing-in-practice, identity work, reflection
and practitioner research may strengthen the quality of the education; ensuring
Steiner education continues to be a valuable form of educational counter practice.
Keywords teacher learning, Steiner/Waldorf education, socio-cultural approach

Introduction
This study set out to explore the lived experiences of Waldorf teachers from a
number of different countries of the practices of teacher learning in their schools.
Teacher learning practices are the ways teachers systematically develop their
professional knowledge and expertise. Some of these are individual, such as lesson
preparation and review. Others are collegial, such as teachers’s meetings, peer
evaluation or pupil case studies. I wanted to explore their experiences of these
practices. I asked them to assess how effective they felt they were in relation to their
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teacher learning, in order to establish if change is necessary. My experience of some
34 years as a Waldorf teacher suggested that this might be the case.
Waldorf schools around the world strive to be autonomous, in as much as the
state education authorities permit this. They practice forms of collegial and
distributed leadership (Rawson, 2011; Woods & Woods, 2008/2012), often referred
to as dynamic delegation or mandating. This assumes that teachers are able to plan
and assess their lessons on the basis of knowledge they generate about the
development and learning needs of their pupils, in the given social and cultural
context where the school is located (Gladstone, 1997; Rawson, 2010; Rawson &
Swann, 2000). Waldorf teachers base their practice on







guidelines provided by the Waldorf Curriculum (Rawson & Richter
2000),
reference to Steiner’s (1996a/1996b) ideal-typical model of the
developmental tasks that children and young people face at various stages
as they grow and mature and which are deemed to be normative rather
than empirical (Zech, 2013),
knowledge they have generated through study, reflection and research,
adapting existing practice,
national curricula or exam syllabus requirements.

A primary aspect of Waldorf teacher expertise is therefore being able to “read the
needs” of their pupils in context and being able to plan, carry out and evaluate
pedagogical activities. Developing this expertise through teacher learning is
therefore a particularly important aspect of Steiner education. Indeed it is the main
justification for claims to educational autonomy. Following Steiner’s (1985) social
theory, both responsibility and accountability for educational practice should be
located at the school level within a college of teachers on the grounds that they are
best placed to understand the learning needs of their pupils (Steiner, 1996a). Overall
educational quality in all schools should be regulated within civil society by
educational institutions (Dahlin, 2010).
The theory, practice and history of autonomy in Waldorf schools have been
most thoroughly elucidated by Götte (2006). He concluded that the Waldorf
collegial model has proven itself to be remarkably robust since 1919. It provides a
rare example of partial educational autonomy—partial because all schools are
regulated to some extent. The model is under pressure from the global trend towards
standardized curricula with prescribed and measurable outcomes, aimed primarily at
the acquisition of competences related to the perceived requirements of the
globalized economy (Halász & Michel, 2011). Ball (2008/2012) has shown how
this trend is driven by policy technologies of standardization, performativity and
managerialism in connection with the globalized neo-liberal colonization of
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educational policy. In spite of such trends, Waldorf schools remain a lively, viable
form of other education that strives to serve human and social development rather
than what the state assumes to be the needs of the economy. It is at least debatable
whether the economy isn’t actually better served by the outcomes of an autonomous
education sector committed to a human-centred and critical Bildung—that is, the
self-formation of the person in the context of civil society—as a number of authors
have recently argued (e.g., Lenzen, 2014; Nida-Rümelin, 2013; Rittelmeyer, 2012;
Steinkellner, 2012).
A further challenge to Waldorf practice is the rapidly changing context of what
Bauman (2007) has called liquid modernity, a set of fluid conditions in which no
social structures are solid, stable or permanent. In Bourdieuian (Bourdieu &
Wacquant, 1992) terms, the structuring structures no longer keep their own shape
for long and are no longer expected to do so. Following Bauman, the social
structures that shape and limit individual choices, the social institutions that instill
values, routines and patterns of acceptable behaviour, that serve as frames of
reference for human actions, or offer social security and welfare, have either
become fluid or disappeared (Bauman, 2007). Serres (2013), for example, compares
the magnitude of current social changes brought by the virtual revolution to those of
the so-called Neolithic Revolution, when human societies first became sedentary
and urbanized. He also notes that current educational institutions were designed for
a previous age and are therefore now, entirely anachronistic. The educational
implication of this is that many aspects of human development, identity and
learning are in a state of flux and thus pedagogy has to continuously adapt.
A third factor is the rapid growth of the Waldorf movement in China, India and
Asia generally but also in the Charter and Public Waldorf School movement within
the US (Rawson, 2014). These new contexts challenge Steiner education to recreate its practices and not simply to reproduce existing (frequently Western, and
even Middle European) traditions and models. The issue of creative renewal also
affects Germany, the country with the largest number of Waldorf schools (da Veiga,
2006; da Veiga & Randoll, 2013).
At the core of each of these challenges is the quality of teacher learning. In order
to be accountable in an age of (largely) justifiable quality assurance, schools need to
have robust processes of research and evaluation (Brater, 2013; Rawson,
2008/2010/2011) and the basis of these is teacher learning. If Steiner education is to
grow and renew itself, it cannot simply reproduce existing practice, but must
develop new practice, which also means understanding how that practice affects the
learning and development of the pupils. In this sense teacher learning is crucial to
the Waldorf project.
This study uses the theoretical lens of Kelly’s (2006) socio-cultural notion of
teacher learning to interrogate the data. Every theoretical model is like a net thrown
over part of the life world and as such it captures certain aspects but not others.
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What the socio-cultural perspective captures offers an analysis that has thus far been
missing from the Steiner Waldorf discourse.
Theoretical Frames
The socio-cultural notion of teacher learning, as outlined by Kelly (2006), describes
the processes by which teachers move from being novices, towards having
expertise. Expertise is defined by Eraut (2000) as an intuitive grasp of pedagogical
situations based on deep tacit knowledge, in which the practitioner no longer relies
on rules or guidelines and only uses analytic approaches in novel situations when
problems arise. The expert has a vision of what is possible (Eraut, 2000, p. 23).
Kelly (2006, p. 514) notes that the notion of teacher learning acknowledges that
expert teachers have a productive relationship with knowledge in and of practice,
exemplified by critical reflective practice and usage of teacher research. However,
teacher learning also involves full participation in social settings such as classrooms
and includes “minute by minute decision making…[involving] knowing-in-practice,
a distributed and dynamic process resulting from collaborative actions of teachers
and students together” (Kelly, 2006, p. 514) in the unique contexts of their work.
Knowing-in-practice is a modification of Schön’s (1983) notion of knowledgein-practice, the knowledge inherent in the artful practice of professionals that is
sometimes called “thinking on one’s feet.” Schön distinguished between reflectionin-practice in which the practitioner calls upon a repertoire of theories in use,
intuition, images and metaphors to engage in unique situations and reflection-onpractice, in which professionals explore their experiences and draw up ideas and
questions about practice.
The notion of the reflective practitioner has been influential in offering an
alternative to grounding professional knowledge in what Schön termed technicalrationality (1983, p. 21). However, it has been questioned whether real life
professional practice offers enough time for reflection-in-practice (Eraut, 1994).
Furthermore, Lave and Wenger (1991) have located knowledge-in-practice not only
in the individual but see it as distributed across groups of participants. Furthermore,
Billet (2001) points out that knowing and learning are co-constructed through ongoing reciprocal processes involving interactions of individuals in workplaces.
Billet also suggests that the verb knowing shifts the emphasis towards learning
processes of thinking and acting and away from categories of knowledge as the
outcome of thinking (Billet, 2001, p. 433).
Knowing-in-practice is a dynamic process based on collaboration, relationships,
dialogue and reflection. Teacher learning then, following Kelly (2006), involves
knowing-in-practice, which is distributed across participants in teaching situations
and across the teachers’s community of practice (usually abbreviated to CoP). A
CoP is defined by Wenger (1998) as a group of practitioners who share a domain of
practice in which members participate in shared activities, discussions,
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commitments, mutual help and knowledge generation and within which they
construct identities. They share ways of speaking and writing about their practice.
The members of a CoP share “repertoires, stories, tools, ways of addressing
recurring problems—in short, shared practice” (Wenger, 2007). Thus processes of
professional learning, identity formation, sense of belonging and knowledge
creation are linked with the community of practice. The processes involved have
been called by Lave (1996) social learning.
Teacher learning also involves the on-going construction and re-construction of
teacher identities and positions. A teacher’s position along the trajectory from
novice to expert involves shifts of identity, encounters with boundaries and
engagement with intersections between positions (e.g., when roles overlap or
conflict with each other). The teacher learning process entails the development of
situated teacher identities. That means that one tends to become the kind of teacher
afforded by the circumstances (Kelly, 2011). If these circumstances conflict with a
person’s other identities, ideals or perhaps with her tacit knowledge, for example of
teachers from her own school days, tensions can arise. Thus Kelly argues for
professional development that encourages “robust reflective, discursive,
collaborative and inclusive teacher identities” (Kelly, 2006, p. 515).
The situated nature of teacher identities means that a teacher moving from one
class to another, or accompanying the same group of children over many years, or
moving to another Waldorf school (or working with teachers in a different country)
are all situations in which the teacher actually becomes a novice again. The
difference between a “new” novice and an experienced teacher in a novel situation
probably becomes visible by observing the time the teacher takes to acquire
knowing-in-practice about how the new group best learns. This may mean being
strict and form-giving in one situation or relaxed and allowing the pupils to shape
lessons in another.
Methods of Data Collection and Analysis
This is a piece of practitioner research since the author is a practicing teacher in a
Waldorf school in Germany, with 34 years of classroom experience. The study set
out to explore the lived experiences (van Manen, 1990) of Waldorf teachers of their
teacher learning in individual and collegial practices using a questionnaire and
phenomenological interviews (Kvale, 1996). The participants were given a list of
typical teacher learning situations (with a description of the activity since
terminology varies) based on the author’s professional experience and asked to note
their frequency of participation and to assess, using a scale, how effective they
experienced these practices to be in terms of their teacher learning. Open questions
were added inviting comment on any aspect not mentioned. Each participant was
given a definition of teacher learning (the term is generally unfamiliar) and this was
verbally explained in almost all cases. I defined teacher learning (also referred to in
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the questionnaires as professional learning) as, “how teachers develop and learn in
and through their profession.” I also added, that “I am particularly interested in
how teachers continue learning about Steiner/Waldorf education and how they work
with the curriculum.”
A qualitative approach was chosen because the aim of the study was to construct
a representational picture (perhaps of mosaic character) based on the lived
experiences of teachers expressed in their own everyday language about specific
aspects of their practice (Kvale, 1996). Another way of putting it would be to say
that the aim was to uncover “the actor’s point of view from within the social
situation they occupy” (Hitchcock & Hughes, 1989) and then interpret this using the
theoretical frames described.
A questionnaire with open and closed questions was distributed to teachers from
14 different countries. Most of the participants were attending international
conferences (in Hyderabad, India in 2010; Kassel, Germany, 2011; Dornach,
Switzerland, 2012 and 2013; Seoul, S. Korea, 2013). In total some 160 teachers
participated. However, due to the fact that the questionnaires were developed
iteratively and some of the questions were later varied, only data from 115
questionnaires are collated in the tables below, that is, from identical questions.
Only data from the open questions in the initial 45 questionnaires has been
analysed, since they were all the same. Semi-structured interviews were then
conducted to follow up some of the issues highlighted in the questionnaires. In total,
transcripts from 24 interviews were used.
The sample was chosen purposively, which means that these teachers were
included on the basis of the researcher’s judgement “of their typicality or possession
of the particular characteristics being sought” (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2011,
p. 156). They were chosen because they were experienced (generally more than 10
years in a Waldorf school); included men and women (the majority of teachers
attending these conferences were women); were primary and secondary teachers
and they came from a wide range of countries. This was not a representative sample
in the formal sense. However, the data provided a sufficient basis to support the
experience of the author in formulating recommendations both for further research
and for changes in practice.
Overall I followed Crotty’s (1998) three steps of hermeneutic analysis, starting
with an empathetic approach to capture the teachers’s meanings, followed by an
interactive approach in which the data was analyzed and discussed using the
theoretical lens. Finally, I enacted a transactional stage, in which I respond as
researcher and practitioner to the data. I followed Kvale’s (1996) approach to
framing and analyzing phenomenological interviews, that is, by condensing
transcripts to natural meaning units and identifying emergent themes, then grouping
these thematically. The texts related to the open questions in the questionnaire were
analyzed in the same way.
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The questionnaire was in English and the interviews conducted in English,
which is not the mother tongue of many participants, though all understood English.
Therefore I did not attempt to analyze the language but rather focused on the
thematic content. The answers to the closed questions were collated in the form of
percentages and these were used in their general qualitative character (expressed in
terms such as around half, most, some, a few) to give pointers to general
frequencies.
My Positionality
My research position is one of critical insider, following Herr and Anderson’s
spectrum of positionality in action research (2005). Although this study is not a
piece of action research, it is practitioner research and the role of critical insider is
relevant. Thirty-four years in the profession as Waldorf teacher and about half that
as teacher educator provides me with rich experience but may also risk bias. I
certainly knew which questions to ask and which teachers to approach and I was
able to read between the lines. If there was bias, then I suspect it lay in the
motivation to make things, as I see them, better. I believe that my academic training
in the education doctorate programme at the University of Plymouth has taught me
to be both a reflective and critical insider.
Summary of the Outcomes of the Data Analysis
The data from the closed questions in the questionnaire is presented in tabulated
form as percentages of the total sample. This is followed by a thematic summary.
Effectiveness of lesson review and planning
This question has been separated from the others for soliciting detailed comments.
Responding to the question how effective teachers felt their lesson preparation is as
a means of teacher learning, table one summarizes collated replies:
Table 1
Very helpful
Usually helpful
Sometimes helpful
Not helpful
38%
49%
21%
11%
Table 1: Experienced effectiveness of lesson preparation and review in relation to teacher learning (in
relation to 115 questionnaires)

Taking the written comments and the mentions of lesson preparation and review in
the interviews into account, the following three main themes were identified:
1. There is a strongly held view that lesson preparation and review are vital for
teacher learning but it needs to be more focused, perhaps by using criteria.
2. Visualizing the pupils is an important part of lesson preparation.
3. This activity is related to pedagogical intuition.
I deal with the last two separately.
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Visualizing
Visualizing the pupils and pedagogical situations plays an important role in lesson
preparation by Waldorf teachers. Typical descriptions of this activity were
I try to imagine the face, then the child in movement or involved in an
activity like painting or writing… sometimes I see the child
interacting with others.
As a high school teacher I allow myself to imagine what the pupils felt
during the lesson—often that shows in their reactions—but also the
expression in their eyes—sometimes I know that these are my own
reactions—I try to take account of these feelings on the next day.
It is sometimes difficult to create a picture of the child because there
are so many impressions and I ask myself whether they are memories
or whether I have imagined how the child might be, although I have
never observed this exact situation. Over time, I have come to believe
that this is not decisive—earlier I worried whether I was doing it
right—now I rely on my own feeling whether this is appropriate.
This last quote highlights that the techniques and purpose of visualization are not
well understood, given that this is deemed an essential activity for Waldorf teachers.
Links Between Lesson Review and Planning with Intuition
A number of points were made:
• Slightly more than half the participants linked lesson planning and reviewing
with the experience of intuition in which “insights” into individuals or
pedagogical situations occur, often in classroom situations.
• The range of responses matches the intuitive ways of knowing that Claxton
(2000) categorizes; expertise, implicit learning, judgement, sensitivity, creativity
and rumination (long-term low level reflection on particular issues). What each
of these forms of knowing has in common is a lack of conscious, rational,
analytical thinking. Rather they are holistic, in the sense that individual aspects
are contextualized within a comprehensive interpretation of a complex situation.
• Many Waldorf teachers see pedagogical intuition as a reliable basis for
pedagogical action and many express the feeling of “rightness” when they
reflect on the intuitions they have experienced. The action or insight felt right at
the time. This tends to affirm their “faith” in this form of knowing.
The following three examples mention many of the points made separately by
others:
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[Pedagogical intuition] is when the teacher gains particular insight
into the specific needs of a class or an individual child and knows that
she can work with to meet these needs. This can lead to changes in the
curriculum and teaching methods and to changes in the children’s
development.
[Pedagogical intuition] is like thinking on, or with, your feet. However
tacit knowledge helps only if it is learned like an ability. If your
experiences are rich then you can be flexible in your thinking. For me
the most important thing is the experience that I do the right thing or
say the right thing in order to help a child. When the insight turns out
to be right, then I think one can speak of intuition.
You know what to do, but not necessarily why. I notice that when I
change my lesson plan spontaneously and do something else—and it
works wonderfully. I only understand the reason in the course of the
next few days—if at all.
Frequency and Effectiveness of Various Teacher Learning Related Practices
Participants were asked in an open question to state the frequency of their
participation in the various practices (e.g., daily, weekly, three times a year etc.).
Secondly they were asked to assess how effective they experience these practices in
relation to their teacher learning using a scale: very effective, usually effective,
sometimes effective, not effective, not relevant or not practiced. Thirdly they were
asked, in an open question and in the interviews, what would make this activity
more effective.
The following table shows the total responses to the question as to how effective
the practices are in relation to teacher learning (partly effective combines usually
and sometimes effective). In the last column frequency has been generalized. The
numbers are expressed as percentage of 115 responses. Items 1 to 5 are individual
activities, 6 to 17 are collective or group activities.
Table 2
How effective do you
experience the following
practices in relation to your
teacher learning?
1. Lesson preparation and
reviewing
2. Feedback from a critical
friend
3. Coaching/Mentoring*
4. Self-evaluation (using

Very
effective

Partly
effective

Not
effective

Frequency
of practice

28

Not
relevant or
not
practiced
4

38

49

24

9

0

67

occasional

0
15

0
13

0
0

0
72

occasional

daily
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commonly agreed criteria)
5. Self-study
6. Peer-Evaluation (including
intervision)
7. Class conferences of all
the teachers working in a
particular class
8. Regular weekly
pedagogical meetings of all
the teachers
9. Regular weekly
educational organisational
meetings for all the teachers
10. School leadership
meetings
11. Working in forms of
dynamic delegation or
mandates
12. Internal school-based
professional development
13. External professional
development
14. External conferences
15. Pupil case studies

57
14

43
19

0
0

0
67

ongoing
once a year

13

55

4

28

twice a year
per class

11

80

9

0

weekly

8

88

7

0

weekly

36

58

6

0

weekly

33

28

0

27

weekly

12

65

5

18

once a year

37

44

0

19

once a year

22
46

31
12

0
0

47
42

once a year
3-4 times a
year
once a year
occasional

16.Curriculum development
11
33
0
56
17. Practitioner or action
6
0
0
94
research
Table 2: summary of the experienced effectiveness of various teacher learning practices

Some explanations:
 Coaching and mentoring appeared only to be used for the induction of
new teachers, none of whom were represented in the sample.
 Class conferences: these are meetings attended by all the teachers who
teach in a particular class in which teachers’s experiences of the pupils
are shared.
 Pedagogical conferences: these meetings involve of all the teachers in
the school to discuss pedagogical activities and share experiences.
 School leadership meetings: this varies between schools but
participation usually involves all permanent teachers, but may be a
smaller group, sometimes referred to as the (internal) college of
teachers.
 Dynamic delegation: this is a form of distributed leadership in which
individuals or small group are delegated decision-making powers by the
collegial group in a specific field of management e.g. teacher
development, timetabling, pupil admissions etc.

54

Practices of Teacher Learning in Waldorf Schools

Thematic Summaries of the Experiences of Teacher Learning Practices
Based on the analysis of the questionnaire data and the interviews, the following
thematic statements can be made about these practices:
• Self-evaluation. This is felt to be very helpful but many teachers see the need for
criteria and guidelines (“How do I know if what I am doing is right?”). Most
teachers used only informal criteria (i.e., those they themselves felt were
relevant). A few used checklists (e.g., from Avison, 2004).
• Self-study and self-development. This is seen as a core activity for teacher
learning. Exchange and sharing are rare but wished for. Many teachers
understood self-study in terms of personal as well as professional development.
• Peer-evaluation: This was felt by those who have experienced it (about a third)
to be helpful. The main theme of their comments was that peer-evaluation. It
requires trust and discretion, negotiated criteria, organized time and it has to
involve all members of staff.
• Class-conferences. These were experienced as useful but such meetings were
reported as being infrequent and sometimes poorly attended.
• Regular pedagogical meetings These are considered important in theory, though
the meetings were described as being often poorly led, unfocused (they often
include too many non-pedagogical issues that could be delegated), with too little
time for deepening pedagogical themes and learning. In many schools
attendance at these meetings is said to be poor and there are no sanctions for
non-attendance. Some teachers in Australia and New Zealand, which are state
funded and regulated, felt there was too much emphasis on management,
documentation, obligatory attendance at meetings at which the content “was not
pertinent to practice.”
• School leadership meetings. These are considered very important in relation to
shared vision and collective identity, though the link to teacher learning was not
identified by many participants.
• Professional development (internal or external continuing professional
development- CPD). The most common view was that this can be effective
when led by competent people, but is infrequent and could be more effective
(except in Germany and the Netherlands, where the standard of CPD is
considered high). In Germany it was suggested that relatively few teachers
attend professional development courses, although a wide range was said to be
available (I am not aware of any statistics on this).
• Practitioner research (including curriculum research). This is rarely practiced
and so very few teachers had direct experience. Most felt it would be very useful
but lacked the knowledge on how to go about it and doubted whether they
would have time. Those few who had experience (usually as participants on MA
programmes) stated that the research was very significant for their teacher
learning.
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•

Pupil case studies (usually referred to in Waldorf schools as child studies, see
Mitchell, 2012; Wiechert, 2012 a/2012b ). When practiced these are experienced
as very important locations of teacher learning but they are often not wellstructured. It was felt that anthroposophical knowledge was lacking to interpret
the children. A few teachers said that they experienced child study as very
esoteric and exclusive and said this was a reason they didn’t happen in their
school any more or only rarely.

Preconditions for Teacher Learning: Thematic Summary
Four open questions in the questionnaire and in the interviews focused on what
teachers felt were the preconditions for successful teacher learning. The emergent
themes can be summarized as follows:
• An understanding of teacher learning (as defined in the study) is vital for the
quality of the education. Many felt this was lacking in their teacher education
and professional development.
• In the interviews all the teachers said that leadership is necessary to support
teacher learning. Four of the 24 people interviewed said they thought one task of
leadership was to ensure that people engaged in teacher learning activities.
• However, most teachers felt that activities related to teacher learning should be
voluntary, non-regulated (though facilitated), and should be led by competent
people.
• Teacher learning from self-study was considered more important in practice
than group study, which was not felt to be particularly effective.
• Teacher learning was weakly associated with inquiry or knowledge generation
and was strongly associated with other people communicating knowledge and in
particular, mediating Waldorf knowledge.
• Mutual trust was the most commonly mentioned factor in collegial relations
relating to teacher learning, along with good communication, good methods and
adequate time.
• There was a marked awareness expressed in the interviews that some Waldorf
“insiders” exercised influence by virtue of “possessing” and being able to
articulate “Waldorf knowledge.” Sometimes this was seen by some as desirable
(“We need more people who know how Waldorf works and who can tell us
what to do”) whilst others saw this as a hindrance to collegiality and to sharing
or developing knowledge.
Meditation and Contemplation
It is widely understood within the Steiner movement that teachers may use various
meditative techniques introduced by Steiner as a form of inner preparation for
teaching (Rawson, 2011). Two open questions in the questionnaire about the role of
meditation and contemplation were followed up in the interviews, one asking them
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to describe what they do; the other asking how they felt it relates to teacher
learning.
Almost all teachers who responded practiced some kind of meditation or
contemplation, with significant cultural variations of practice (Asian Waldorf
teachers frequently practiced forms of yoga or Buddhist meditation). Meditation is
understood as contributing both to self-development and professional development.
Being a good teacher is seen as being someone in control, being centered, grounded
and having clear thinking. The following quotations are typical examples of many
comments on meditation.
It helps me focus; helps me find inner calm; gives me a stable centre
to orientate myself to. Meditation helps me to be connected and
grounded.
Meditation helps me to feel harmony and peace and be able to bring
this mood to the children and helps me understand them better. It also
enables me to experience the spiritual dimension of my work.
When I have problems or have to make difficult decisions I
contemplate on them by making a mental image of the situation before
I go to sleep.
Discussion
Reflection on the Study
The study is in many respects limited. The sample is small. This kind of
questionnaire has its limitations when the issues are as complex as teacher learning,
especially when the participants are asked to reflect on practices that vary from
school culture to school culture and over time. In that respect, the interviews were
more rewarding since more differentiated answers could be given. The interviews
showed in fact how interested teachers were in talking about teacher learning.
In retrospect the biggest gap in the survey was that the questionnaires did not
draw sufficient attention to aspects of identity. Most teachers interviewed made
clear links between self-development, self-study and meditation but the relationship
between self-development and teacher identity was vague. There was reference to
getting in touch with a higher self, acting out of one’s “I” or spirit; finding a
reliable, stable centre. Because the question was not posed, I learned little about the
tensions between self-expectations, the expectations of colleagues, parents and
pupils and the self-image teachers have of themselves. My own experience suggests
this is an important factor both for new and experienced teachers. New teachers
frequently struggle to define for themselves what it means to be “a Waldorf teacher”
(“How is one supposed to be and do all those things?”). Some parents and teachers
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project high (in some cases unrealistically high) expectations of what Waldorf
teachers are supposed to be (“She is not a real Waldorf teacher” or “He’s a good
teacher but not Waldorf”). This is a complex phenomenon with much potential for
conflict that would benefit from critical reflection.
There is some confusion within the Waldorf discourse about the nature of
identity and individuality. The central role of the “I” as spiritual core of the
individual in anthroposophy (Steiner’s term for knowledge of and through the
human being) often dominates understandings of identity. This perspective may
prevent a truly reflexive understanding of identity, not least in the context of the
plurality and ambivalences of postmodern notions of identity.
The relevance of social learning theory and a socio-cultural approach in a Waldorf
context
Some participants commented that the social learning approach appears to de-center
the person in learning by stressing the situated and distributed nature of learning
and identity. This is a view that does not align easily with the anthroposophical idea
of the “I” as agentic core of individuality. This would require longer discussion but
one can say that Lave and Wenger (1991) did not intend to reduce the significance
of agency. Rather, in adopting a relational view of the person and learning, they
claim that “it is by the theoretical process of de-centering in relational terms that
one can construct a robust notion of ‘whole persons’ which does justice to the
multiple relations through which persons define themselves in practice” (Lave &
Wenger, 1991, pp. 53-4). The relational view within social learning theory looks at
people embedded in networks of relationships because it is not possible to
understand them isolated from those relationships. My own view is that social
learning theory describes realities of social learning. It does not say how the whole
human being is constituted. Anthroposophy, which does offer a comprehensive
understanding of the human being as body, soul and spirit (concepts that could be
translated easily into modern terminology), however, does not offer a coherent view
on social learning, though Steiner was deeply interested in the relationship between
the individual and social processes (Steiner, 1985). Steiner’s epistemology is
essentially relational and does not separate subject and world, seeing both as
mutually determining (Welburn, 2004). Thus I take the two theoretical perspectives
as complementary.
Waldorf schools are evidently learning cultures and communities of practice, as
described by Lave and Wenger (1991; Wenger, 1998). The informal and formal
processes of induction through participation for new teachers fits this model well,
especially in countries that lack prior formal teacher education. In countries where
teachers attend some kind of Waldorf teacher education, either full time in an
institution or part-time or school-based, the period of teacher education forms a
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separate Community of Practice (CoP) and there may be tensions at the boundaries
between the school as CoP and the teacher education institution seminar as CoP.
Learning, as Lave (1996, p. 161) defines it, is “an aspect of changing
participation in changing practices.” She makes the point that the direction or
movement of learning is always becoming. Thus teacher learning is becoming
within the social practices of the CoP. Crafting teacher identities is also bound up
with becoming knowledgeably skilled through participation in these social
practices. As Lave puts it, “who you are becoming shapes crucially and
fundamentally what you ‘know’” (Lave, 1996, p. 157). Teaching learning is the
generation (and regeneration) of knowledgeable skill, identity and practice.
I suggest that teacher learning through participation in a CoP requires
participants to be critically aware of the nature of those practices and how they
evolve over time and place and how the persons involved transform themselves and
are transformed. It is process-orientated precisely because it is a process of
becoming and it is relational. Teacher learning is also essentially about facilitating
pupil learning through the growth of knowledgeable skills and identity-making.
Lave notes that a key task of educational research lies in establishing the “locations
in which and the processes by which the most potent identity-constituting learning
conjunctures occur…the key questions revolve around how to make pedagogic
situations…effectively available to the school-specific, identity-changing
participation of [pupils] together in their own lives” (Lave, 1996, p. 162). This is
thus the primary task of the teacher collegiate in a Waldorf school.
Lave and Wenger’s social learning theory of participation, as Sfard (1998)
points out, needs to be complemented by the metaphor of learning through the
acquisition of concepts, which by definition are transferable. Situated learning
through participation generally rules out or limits transfer, since one cannot transfer
the situation in which knowing is embedded. In terms of Waldorf teacher learning,
the process of becoming in a CoP, as just outlined, needs to be periodically reflected
and conceptualized. This is necessary to facilitate the mutual fructifying between
communities of practice, that is, between schools. However, if I work with a
Waldorf school in Bangalore, I cannot mediate the practices grown in my school in
Germany (though I suspect many colleagues would). Concepts, however, can be
transferred but they need to be planted as seeds to grow into local forms, just as
artefacts and systems have to be adapted to local conditions. The danger lies in
transferring unmodified practice without critical reflection. This is a complex issue
but one of the most obvious risks is that of superficiality. Steiner education in
(upwardly mobile, cosmopolitan) Bangalore needs to respond to the local social
context, otherwise it merely becomes another form of modern nomadic information
gathering (Hastedt, 2009)—a briccolage of bits and pieces, an inartistic patchwork.
Practice needs to grow in situ.
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The same is true when a school periodically (at least annually in my experience)
reflects on its own practice. Through reflection, conclusions may be formed that
may be articulated as emergent concepts or provisional living theories in the sense
used by McNiff and Whitehead (2010). These may be subsequently applied to
reflect on new practice and out of this new practice new concepts can emerge. This
is an iterative process with cycles of participation in practice followed by episodes
of reflection using those new concepts as theoretical lens or evaluation using living
theories as criteria.
Outcomes
In some respects the picture that emerges from this survey is relatively clear. These
Waldorf teachers see teacher learning as essential, though many feel they lack
support in terms of techniques of individual and collective learning. The study
confirms my previous studies (Rawson, 2011/2014) in suggesting that teacher
learning is very much left to individual initiative and that collective forms of teacher
learning such as pedagogical meetings are not particularly effective in facilitating
learning, generating knowledge or enhancing processes of reflection. The need to
generate new knowledge is not strongly expressed. Rather there is the expectation
that the existing Waldorf body of knowledge, comprising Steiner, Waldorf
secondary literature and traditions of practice, contains most of what needs to be
known. It only needs, as it were, to be unpacked and applied. Indeed in the
interviews, several teachers expressed a wish to have better access to the Waldorf
body of knowledge through mediation by “experts.” Expertise is understood as a
property of individuals and transferable as know-how. This is preferred to
knowledge they generate themselves through reflection or collaborative teacher
research. The idea that practitioner research can be a way of generating knowledge
is recognized but few teachers know how to do it, and even fewer actually practice
it. Finally there is ambiguity about the status of Waldorf or anthroposophical
knowledge and whether this can be generated or only derived from reading Steiner
or accounts of Steiner’s ideas.
Meditative practice
Kelly’s notion of teacher learning involves an iterative process of evolving
understandings in pedagogical situations. I suggest that the various practices aimed
at increasing pedagogical awareness typical of Waldorf teacher practice belong to
teacher learning in a Waldorf context. Visualizing children or pedagogical situations
is a common practice among Waldorf teachers and most teachers in this survey
mentioned that they do this. I believe that most Waldorf teachers learn about this in
their teacher training. They learn that it should be done in a mood of reverence and
open inquiry and may be accompanied by a meditative text by Steiner. To my
knowledge, there is no formal explanation for this practice or even details about
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how it should be done, though Wiechert (2010/2012) has recently published (in
German) an account of this activity. According to the data in this study, it appears
to be based on an act of faith and strong personal conviction. Since it relates in
many ways to contemplative or meditative practice, I will address these together.
Meditative and contemplative practice also have the aim of increasing
awareness and sensitivity within pedagogical practices. In meditation or
contemplative practice (Zajonc, 2009), an image is constructed representing an
experience in the world and this is contemplated and internalized. This may then
subsequently alter the way we experience the world. It can predispose us to notice
certain things or to act in certain ways. This can be experienced as intuition, in the
sense that Claxton (2000) uses the term. Pedagogical intuition can be understood as
relational in that it arises out of the subject’s engagement with a particular situation
or with other people. This engagement is not simply cognitive. It involves bodily
experiences, feelings, intentions and actions embedded in social practices common
to all participants.
Identifying and selecting an image of the situation and using this as a focus for
meditative practice, may draw subject and object/image into a more conscious
relationship. I suggest that in this process the subject-world relations are bound up
together. The act of visualizing or contemplation intensifies and potentially
modifies the existing relations, not merely intellectually but bodily, intentionally
and emotionally. This process sensitizes us on the one hand to the actual
relationships and may change them in intentional ways. This affects how we act and
what we perceive when we meet the person or situation again, which is what is
experienced as intuition. As I have written elsewhere (Rawson, 2012), this is why
contemplative practice requires both ethical awareness and critical reflection.
Thus, I see visualizing, contemplation and pedagogical intuition as an aspect of
knowing-in-practice. As Claxton (2000) notes
…one of the most striking ways in which intuition differs from
intellect is in the range of voices through which it speaks. Whereas the
rational mind seeks articulate clarity, intuition reveals itself though
channels, which are hazier and more indirect. (Claxton, 2000, p. 46)
Claxton makes the point that aesthetic, physical, environmental and emotional
sensitivity are forms of cognition, “they are valid ways of knowing that, properly
understood and well-developed, do not subvert rational thought but complement it”
(Claxton, 2000, p. 47).
The notion of pedagogical intuition is by no means a new idea. It closely
resembles what van Manen calls pedagogical tact. He describes (1990, p. 40)
pedagogical thoughtfulness, sensibility or tact, as the ability to both grasp the
essence of a complex pedagogical situation, such as understanding a child and being
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able to act appropriately. According to van Manen (2008) pedagogical tact or
sensitivity is
...itself largely tied into pathic knowledge. Teacher practical
knowledge is pathic to the extent that the act of practice depends on
the sense and sensuality of the body, personal presence, relational
perceptiveness, tact for knowing what to say and do in contingent
situations, thoughtful routines and actions, and other aspects of
knowledge that are in part pre-reflective, pre-theoretic, pre-linguistic.
(van Manen, 2008, p. 19)
Van Manen has argued that tact is a form of practical acting in which knowing
becomes thoughtful action (van Manen, 1995, p. 43). My own view is that
pedagogical tact and cultivating intuition are both preconditions and outcomes of
teacher learning involving visualizing and contemplation. The sensitivity required
to read the situation we are situated within, pick up on distributed knowledge and be
able to grasp complexity in action seems to combine reflection and knowing-inpractice.
Recommendations
What all this may mean for Waldorf teacher education and teacher learning can be
briefly and provisionally summarized as follows:
 The development of learning cultures that include methods of practitioner
research is important. Kelly (2011) has shown that without sound reflection
techniques there is a risk that teachers are predisposed by their own embodied
experiences to privilege some students against others, or to adopt inappropriate
identities. Teachers should practice systematic reflexivity about their positions,
their assumptions, their sets of understandings or about power relations within
schools, between teachers, between teachers and pupils and parents.
 Autonomy is both a strength and a weakness. There is a marked ambivalence
about teacher learning being managed or regulated, though more guidance and
organizational structure are wished for. Flat collegial structures make internal
regulation difficult, which, as Bush (2011) has noted, is the weakness of
collegial leadership. Autonomy at school level makes sense, not only at
teacher level. Therefore each school will have to find a responsible balance of
freedom and regulation regarding teacher learning.
 More study in schools needs to be focused on how teaching impacts on pupil
learning. As Hattie (2012) identified in his meta-study on learning in schools,
teacher learning is what matters in regard to pupil learning: “The remarkable
feature of the evidence is that the greatest effects on student learning occur
when teachers become learners of their own teaching…and the most powerful
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way of thinking about a teacher’s role is for teachers to see themselves as
evaluators of their effects on students” (Hattie, 2012, p. 18).
Since visualizing and meditative practice is so central to Waldorf teacher
practice it perhaps needs a more secure theoretical and practical basis, with
induction into methods.
Work needs to be done to relate the anthroposophical view of the developing
human being to practical practitioner research methods. The boundaries that
seem like barriers between anthroposophy and social science need
deconstructing and de-mystifying.
Given the lack of awareness of identity it may help if forms biographical
learning forms (Alheit & Dausien, 2010) are developed in support of teacher
learning.
All these skills need to be introduced and practiced by students and tutors in
initial teacher education. Indeed, the Waldorf movement needs to reconsider
its pedagogy of teacher education. As Korthagen (2010) points out, although
the idea of situated learning has been around a long time, teacher educators
seem to forget that educational knowledge cannot simply be “transmitted” to
teachers, but rather situated learning means that “learning emerges from our
own actions in relation to others” (Korthagen, 2010, p. 99).

It is my conviction that the educational approach in Waldorf schools based on
collegial methods of knowledge generation and self-development can provide an
excellent basis for developing pedagogical skills and knowledge. It has been my
experience that some very talented teachers choose to work in Waldorf schools
because of the opportunities for pedagogical creativity and autonomy. If this
important contribution to overall educational practice and discourse is to flourish
and develop, it needs a more effective teacher learning than currently exists in many
places. Collegial school autonomy, for all its weaknesses, is nevertheless a model of
counter practice (Biesta 1998) that shows that the way things are (in education
today) is not the only possible way.
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